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The Directed Reading-Thinking
Activity: Developing Thoughtful
Predictions & Thoughtful Readers
BY LISA WuJCZYK

A

ivate prior knowledge! Make predictions! As an early elementary teacher, I find these phrases have
been seared into my brain as crucial ingredients in fostering my young students' reading comprehension
skills. Over the past 4 years of teaching kindergarten and first-grade students to read, I dutifully made
prediction-making a priority in my literacy instruction. I talked to my class about how predictions "get the
wheels in our brains turning and ready to work," and I frequently modeled how to make a prediction based on
both illustrations and words. After an initial prediction, I sent my students off to read, stopping occasionally
throughout the text to think aloud or ask specific questions designed to check for understanding and highlight
important aspects of the text. That was the routine for a majority of my guided reading lessons and numerous
read-alouds. As I gained confidence and increased knowledge about reading instruction, however, I began to
recognize that I was not seeing the thoughtful discussion I hoped to promote.
First of all, my basic routine quickly becamewell-too predictable. After countless
opportunities to predict the plot of a story
based on its cover, my students tended to
merely go through the motions, providing
shallow predictions based on the title and
cover illustration. The example below is from
a conversation with an on-grade level reading
group in my first-grade class in November.
Teacher: What do you think this book will be
about?
Kyra: A dog getting a bath
Teacher: What makes you think so?
Kyra: The cover shows a dog and the title is A
Bath for Mick

My students' predictions were usually reasonable,
but their minds were not fully engaged. They weren't
using their prior knowledge from earlier stories or
thinking like an author. As a result, I felt I had to
constantly keep the conversation going with comprehension questions. A few pages into A Bath for Mick,
I stopped my students to have a typical mid-text
conversation:

Teacher: Why did the dog run away?
Jeannie: He didn't want a bath.
Teacher: Where is he now?
Jeannie: Hiding.
Teacher: Where do you think he's hiding?
Jeannie: Maybe in the forest.
Teacher: How do you know?
Jeannie: The picture
The entire process was taxing and frustrating. I
was digging for information and dominating the
conversation to get my young readers to share their
understanding of the text effectively. It was a lot of
work, for very little payoff. I began to wonder how I
could take prediction-making to the next level with
my students in order to help them increase independence in comprehending and discussing texts.
Fortunately, through a graduate class in reading, I
was given the opportunity to reexamine my approach
to prediction. The first method we explored in the
class was the Directed Reading-Thinking Activity
(DRTA) and its partner, the Directed ListeningThinking Activity (DLTA). The DRTA and DLTA
were designed by Russell Stauffer (1969) to help
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readers develop comprehension skills through a
process of activating knowledge with predictions,
reasoning, and evaluating predictions throughout an
entire reading, the ultimate goal being that readers
internalize the procedure and come to understand
reading as a thinking process. In order to implement
these activities, the teacher pre-selects meaningful
stopping points within a text and using very general
questions asks students to predict what might
happen next. Students are then asked to justify their
predictions using information from the text and their
prior knowledge. The students read the passage (or
in the case of the DLTA, listen to the passage) and
then reflect upon their predictions and the direction
the author has taken the story. The process is then
repeated at the selected points, usually no more than
3 to 5 times, until the end of the passage.
Stauffer's method seemed simple enough, so I
decided to try it in my first-grade class. Utilizing
Pearson and Gallagher's (1983) model of explicit
instruction, I initially modeled the DLTA strategy
through whole-group read-alouds of rich, yet predictable, narrative texts. To introduce the DLTA to my
students, I reviewed the familiar idea that prediction
gets our minds going, but I also added that good
readers continue prediction-making to keep their
minds going throughout the reading. I told them
that good readers stop and think while reading, and
sometimes, their predictions might change because
of what they have learned from a story.
With that explicit strategy introduction, we
embarked on our first DLTA together, but it was not
the instant success I had imagined. Throughout the
read-aloud, I was certain to stick to general questions, such as, "What will happen next?" and "Why
do you think so?" to encourage my students to construct their own understanding of the text. I knew
that such an approach would be a major departure
from my usual specific comprehension questions,
yet the broad, open-ended questioning is an integral
piece of the DLTA procedure. My students were
eager to share their predictions, but my follow-up
requests for justification were met with uncertainty.
My students were disarmed by my sudden interest
in their reasoning; after all, in our typical prediction
routine I had provided so much of the justification
through my leading questions. My inquisitive "Why
do you think so?" was met with "I don't know" and
27 dreaded blank stares. I, too, felt uncomfortable
with the first activity (and the few that followed),
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as it was nearly impossible for me to resist the urge
to ask specific questions or add my insight to the
conversation. I was leaving my students in suspense
and I questioned how this could help them to develop
comprehension skills.
I decided to press on, however, inspired by others'
successes with the DRTA and DLTA. I could have
opted to skip the justification piece that made my
students so uneasy, but then I knew I'd lose the
essential "thinking" aspect of the procedure and
simply return to the old, ineffective routine. A study
by M.R. Haggard (1988) further enlightened me on
the necessity of justifying predictions, not only as a
means to construct an understanding of a text, but
also as a motivating force for students. Haggard
concludes that as students recognize that they, not
the teacher, hold the power to support their own
thinking, they will take a more vested interest in
the reading and the discussion. That is precisely the
attitude I wanted to promote in my young readers.
To create such a climate in my classroom, I needed
to provide additional support so my students could
comfortably accept the hefty responsibility of justifying their predictions.
The work of Francine Johnston (1993) provided
me with exactly the practical approach I needed to
foster students' reasoning skills. Johnston stresses
the importance of teacher neutrality during discussion and praises all student participation and
efforts to justify predictions, regardless of their
accuracy. On more advice from Johnston, I also
encouraged my less vocal students to get involved
in the discussions by asking them to listen to and
then agree or disagree with other classmates' ideas.
It set the standard that everyone is expected to
participate and that our environment is a safe place
for all ideas.
These adjustments led to a big change. My students
began to understand that I was not testing them,
that I wasn't searching for specific right answers. We
were, in fact, simply sharing ideas about a text with
one another. Moreover, I began to see that when
I stepped away from the position of "all-knowing
discussion leader," the students' voices could come to
the forefront and create a rich conversation surrounding a text. Pearson and Gallagher describe this
as a gradual release of responsibility from teacherdirected strategy use toward guided practice with
teacher support.
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My class and I gained a level of comfort with the
DLTA procedure, and the process of making, revising, and confirming predictions became an exciting
task for all of my students, even those who had been
reluctant to answer my previous assessment type
questions. Just a month after first trying the DLTA
with my class I read Chip Wants a Dog by William
Wegman. The resulting conversation illustrates the
consistent engagement and meaning-making that I
had hoped the DLTA would foster:
Teacher: What do you think this book will be
about?
Thomas: I think it's about someone who wants a
dog because of the title.
Adam: But there's a dog on the cover, and he's
wearing clothes. Maybe he wants a dog to be
his friend.
Shaina: What if Chip from the title is the dog?
Teacher: Interesting. What if that happens?
Shaina: Maybe then he wants a dog.
Teacher: Okay, let's find out.
I thought, ''Yes! They're putting the pieces together!"
I was thrilled to see that my students were utilizing evidence from both the title and the novel
illustration of a personified dog to formulate initial
predictions. Even more exciting was the fact that
the students were building upon one another's ideas
instead of calling out unrelated guesses. The cumulative nature of the prediction also made it possible
for students to look beyond the cover of the book to
predict elements of the story, including the main
characters, a potential problem, initiating event,
or possible attempts to solve a problem. After a bit
of reading, the students reflected on their previous prediction, reacting with enthusiasm and full
engagement with the text:
Teacher: Were we right?
Jeannie: Yes! Chip is the dog on the front.
Shaina: That's hilarious!
Teacher: I know! So, what's going to happen now?
Jayden: He's going to get a dog now. And they'll
play together and stuff.
Danny: No! He can't get a dog.
Teacher: Let's see.
At this point, the students were engrossed in the text
and confident about sharing their own predictions,
even if it meant contradicting peers. My presence
faded, reflecting a further shift in responsibility from
teacher to student, as the students conversed with
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one another, sometimes expanding upon a classmate's idea and at other times disagreeing:
Teacher: What do you think will happen next?
Shaina: He's still not going to get a dog because
he is a dog.
Danny: His parents won't let him get one 'cuz he
keeps begging.
Teacher: So if no one thinks he'll get a dog, then
what will happen instead?
Danny: He'll just be sad.
Violet: Or, what if he gets a cat? It would be
funny if he got a cat.
Marta: Or a hamster.
Teacher: Let's find out.
As the story unfolded, the students continued to
focus on the text while also pulling in background
knowledge to formulate potential attempts and
outcomes of the story. Danny, for example, likely
utilized information from personal experience to
determine that continued begging would not get the
main character what he wanted. Whereas, Violet
recognized that a funny story would probably have a
funny ending. Overall, my students were comfortable
engaging with the text and one another, and thus,
were gaining control of their own comprehension.
After experiencing such rich conversation through
whole group read-aloud, I decided that my students were ready for guided practice with DRTA in
their guided reading groups. Pearson and Gallagher emphasize the importance of such guided
practice opportunities as necessary support on the
path to successful independent use. I knew that
the move from using DLTA's in a whole group to
DRTA's in a small-group setting would not only
encourage individual students to increase their
voices in a conversation, but it would also allow
them to try the procedure in conjunction with their
own r~ading, instead of only listening to a text. I
enthusiastically announced to each of my reading
groups that they had been sharing so many excellent ideas during DLTA's, and I could not wait
for them to try the same type of thinking while
reading with me during a DRTA. The students
were excited about this transition, and they carried over many of the discussion skills they had
gained through our whole group experiences. A
small group of readers performing below-gradelevel provided the following predictions for the
instructional-level text Candlelight:
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Teacher: This story is called Candlelight. Look
at the cover and tell me what you think will
happen.
Violet: It's about the olden days when they had to
use candles all the time.
Jason: Yeah, maybe they have to read with a
candle, and eat with a candle, and go to bed
with a candle 'cuz there's no lights.
Teacher: If that's right, then what do you think
will happen in the story?
Marta: I think the mom and the boy will read a
book together before bedtime.
Teacher: Anything else?
Kevin: No, wait! They just have the candle for
fun. He gots a lamp there, too.
Marta: Yeah, but they're still reading before
bedtime.
Kevin: Yeah, okay.
After reading a few pages, the students revisited
their predictions:
Kevin: See, they got their lights cut off so they
have a candle.
Violet: Actually, I think it was a storm because I
saw a storm on the other page. (Flips back to
show the picture of the storm.)
Kevin: That's what I mean!
Teacher: So what do you think will happen next?
Sarah: I think they're not scared because they
have a candle. So maybe they'll have fun and
play around.
Marta: And they're going to read a book together
even though it's really dark. Maybe then the
boy won't be scared.
The transition from listening to reading, however,
was not without challenges. In particular, the students' new physical control of the text made resisting
the temptation to peek ahead in the reading utterly
unbearable for some students. Their desire to know
the real outcome overwhelmed their ability to think
and predict reasonably, ultimately resulting in some
of the traditional "correct answer" orientation from
our pre-DLTA and DRTA days. After secretly peeking ahead a few pages in The Hailstorm, J'Lynn,
an on-grade-level reader, predicted, "The teacher
is going to tell the two little girls to put the balls
away. Then the hailstorm will start, and they will
get locked in the ball closet that's all dark and dirty."
This would be a fine summary after a Picture Walk
(Clay, 1991) which calls for students to look ahead
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and talk through a text's illustrations to activate
knowledge, but it certainly was not a reflective, textbased, and justified prediction yielded from a DRTA.
Over time though, the incidences of peeking during
DRTA exercises diminished significantly, largely
due to my students' efforts to enforce the rules with
one another. I continued to directly utilize the DRTA
procedure about once or twice monthly, eventually
including informational text along with the narrative
text. A 2008 study by Katherine A. Dougherty Stahl
found the DRTA to be an effective method in improving second graders' comprehension of informational
text and content vocabulary. Stahl (2008) found that
in reading informational text, the teacher guidance
involved in the DRTA helped to "direct the children's
attention to the important ideas and assist with difficult text concepts in a way that was not provided for
in other interventions" (382). In my own classroom,
I noticed similar results as the DRTA allowed my
students to merge their background knowledge with
information from the text to understand concepts.
While examining the table of contents for the informational text All from an Oak Tree, a small group of
on-grade-level readers predicted the following:
Adam: I think we're going to learn about all
of the different parts of oak trees, like the
branches, and the roots under the ground,
and the food it eats. It's all right here. (Points
at the table of contents.)
Elena: The food it eats?
Adam: Yeah, see how it says "Food ... A Source of
Food?"
Elena: No, that's the food it makes, not the food
it eats.
Jayden: Trees don't eat food.
Elena: Like maybe it makes fruit on it.
Brandon: Oak trees have acorns. Those are food
for squirrels.
Adam: Ooh! And some animals eat the leaves!
Shaina: Yeah, and we're also going to see how it
dies like when people chop it down for paper.
(Points at the section "When a Tree Dies.")
Elena: Last we're going to see the cycle. Like
the life cycle of the pumpkin we learned. It's
going to start as a teeny-tiny seed. Then it
will get a sprout. Then it will get big, and get
lots of leaves, and then it will get bigger and
bigger and make seeds for more little trees.
Teacher: You all have lots of ideas. Let's read the
first section.
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Their predictions demonstrate how the DRTA not
only activates students' prior knowledge surrounding
a concept, but it also grounds student talk within the
text, in this case, the table of contents. Throughout
this initial prediction, my students repeatedly
referred to the text verbally and by motioning to the
words to justify their predictions. They also touched
upon vocabulary when referencing the section "A
Source of Food." I could have easily intervened to
explain the definition of the word "source" when
Adam seemed to have a misconception, but by
allowing the group to discuss the section title, the
students were able to construct a functional meaning
together without my voice inhibiting their thought.
Stahl's (2008) research indicates that the immediate
interaction around the text, which is integral to the
DRTA, promotes consistent reader engagement and
frequent opportunities to clarify and construct meaning, as it did in the above example from my class.
As with any strategy instruction, I ultimately aimed
for what Pearson and Gallagher label as "planned
obsolescence" (p. 338) of the teacher so that students
can independently apply a strategy to appropriate
situations. As the school year drew to a close, I began
noticing my students taking ownership over the
DRTA. During our silent reading period one morning, I observed Violet, a student who reads just below
grade level, pausing in her reading and mumbling
to herself. I approached and asked her what she
was doing, to which she replied, "I'm stopping to
predict. It helps me remember better." In a separate
instance, during a guided reading activity, an
on-grade-level reader named Kyra said of our informational text, "I think a DRTA would be good to do
for this book!" I asked why and she said, "It's fun to
predict. I like to make guesses and see if they come
true." I then suggested that she could make guesses
with any book she was reading; her face lit up and I
could almost see the predictions running through her
mind.
Looking back, I wish I had presented a specific reading mini-lesson to help others cross the bridge from
guided to independent use. In the future, I think I
can help students make this connection by doing a
think-aloud to demonstrate how I choose stopping
points in a text and how elements of story grammar
(narrative text) and text structure (informational
text) inform such choices. Then, I could encourage
students to try the DRTA during independent reading time by marking their chosen stopping points
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with sticky notes. The notes would be engaging tools
for the students and would also provide me with an
entry point into conversation about a student's reading. I could ask what a reader was thinking when he
stopped at a particular part or why a reader chose to
put her sticky note on a specific page.
Even in the absence of think-alouds or transitional
tools to promote independent use, I continued to
notice my first graders stopping to predict on their
own and even challenging reading partners to justify
their predictions. Thought and discussion about text
was springing up all over my classroom, without
my prompting! When Stahl (2008) surveyed second
graders on their use of the DRTA, 68% of them
reported that the DRTA helped them "to read more
fluently and remember more text information" (380).
Of course, the Directed Reading-Thinking Activity
is not a one-stop reading comprehension solution. It
should not replace all other strategy instruction, and
students may not all reach independent practice by
the year's end (even then I still had a few students
who could not help but skip ahead in their reading to
share the "right" prediction instead of constructing
their own). Stahl concludes that the DRTA should
be utilized as part of "a menu of treatments to be
selected by teachers as part of a long-term strategy
program" (2008). After my experiences this year with
the rich strategy, I know that I will continue to serve
up heaping helpings of DRTA in my reading instruction program.
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